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On Nov. 4, Soviet ambassador to Managua, Valeri Nikolayenko, gave an unprecedented press
conference to foreign journalists. Nikolayenko, a career diplomat who speaks fluent Spanish and
English, arrived in Managua last month. Prior to Nikolayenko, no Soviet diplomat had ever spoken
on the record with a western newspaper in Nicaragua. In the previous week, Nikolayenko gave an
interview to The Miami Herald. On Nov. 4, as part of the observance of next week's anniversary
of the Soviet revolution, he held a press conference. Nikolayenko said, "Nowadays things are
done less and less in secret. We have nothing to hide in Nicaragua." The ambassador touched on
several points during his press conference. On Soviet intentions in Central America, Nikolayenko
said that his government has no intention of installing a military base in Nicaragua or anywhere
else in Central America. He added, "We have absolutely no need or desire to turn our presence
in Central America into something threatening." The Washington Post reported that contrary to
previous reports in the "western press," there was no reduction in Soviet economic or military aid
to Nicaragua this year or last, and a slight increase may come in 1988, result of emergency assistance
in the wake of Hurricane Joan. Soviet aid is expected to reach the equivalent of $750 million this
year. Nikolayenko said, "We just don't have as much anymore as we would like to give." In 1987
Soviet officials informed the Nicaraguan government that Soviet largesse had reached its upper
limits. Managua was scolded for using much aid inefficiently. But Nikolayenko attempted to dispel
any impression that Moscow is backing off. He stated that his government's policy is "to maintain
current aid levels," while repeatedly emphasizing that morally Moscow is behind Nicaragua "with
our whole heart." The Soviet diplomat also indicated that Moscow is not interested in seeing
Nicaragua drawing closer to the socialist bloc. Describing Nicaragua's revolution as "pluralist" in
contrast to Cuba's "socialist" one, he said, "Perhaps Nicaragua can satisfy its economic needs in
other ways than simply through its relation with us." US estimates indicate that overall deliveries
of Soviet bloc weaponry to Nicaragua decreased somewhat in tonnage this year. Many of this year's
estimated $450 million in arms shipments included long-planned deliveries of replacement parts
and ammunition, rather than heavy equipment. Soviet economic aid for 1988 includes 400,000 metric
tons of petroleum. For years the government virtually gave away gasoline at subsidized prices
equivalent to a few cents per gallon. The Soviets complained, and since February gas has cost almost
$1 a gallon. (Basic data from Washington Post, 11/06/88)
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